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The Global Order in Transition

Executive Summary
• China has turned into a global actor and a responsible stakeholder in many fields.
However, there are still significant differences between Chinese and Western understandings of world order.
• Cooperation between China and the West is still hampered by mutual distrust based
mainly on a lack of understanding of each other’s perspective.
• Whereas the Chinese participants urged Europe to adopt a stronger role as a mediator
between Beijing and Washington, Westerners were critical of Chinese restraint during
efforts to overcome international conflicts.
• Despite growing tensions between the US and China, the emergence of a new bipolar
world order dominated by Washington and Beijing (the G 2) remains a realistic scenario. In a G 2 world, Europe would be faced with the critical challenge of asserting
itself as a relevant actor if it were to continue shaping the international agenda.

Different concepts of order in China
and Europe
The rise of emerging powers in Asia, Africa,

Western and Chinese discussants. Some par-

and Latin America, the strengthening of non-

ticipants argued that these differences had

state actors and the disintegration of state-

resulted in the lack of trust that currently


hood, particularly in the Middle East and

existed on both sides. Importantly, however,

Africa, has shaken the current global order.

distrust was said to be more strongly linked

In fact, levels of disorder have increased so

to a lack of understanding of the other side’s

much that the world seems to have been

perspective

knocked “out of joint”. The participants of

differing conceptions
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of order.

mostly agreed that this situation was leading

than

to

The Peace of Westprovides

the

“Both sides lack an
understanding of each
other’s perspective.”

questions to be raised about the validity of in-

phalia

ternational standards and procedures, many

foundation for today’s

of which had been considered immutable in

international order which is based on the

the past.

principles of state sovereignty and equality,

During the debate, it became apparent

as well as the essence of the European state

that fundamental differences existed b
 etween

order. Moreover, despite the numerous crises

the perceptions and approaches adopted by

that have shaken Europe, the European state
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system remains in place today. Some partic-

was dominated by territorial disputes in the

ipants contended that this remarkable level

South and East China seas, Europe was said to

of resilience had led to the claims about the

be confronted with a variety of crises: Greece

universality of Western values and

Western

remained unstable, the conflict in Ukraine

understandings of international order; cru

had yet to be solved, and the number of refu-

cially, however, they stated that this view

gees seeking protection in Europe was con-

disregarded the histor-

“The Chinese principle
of He stands for peace
and stability through
harmony.”

ical contexts of other
regions.

tinually rising.
Nevertheless, some of these ongoing international challenges were viewed as providing

One Chinese partic-

various points of contact between Chinese

ipant pointed out that

and European interests. Several participants

the Confucian princi-

maintained that this was especially evident in

ple of He stood in dia-

the case of the Middle East, as both China and

metrical opposition to Western understand-

Europe shared a key

ings of order: He, the participant maintained,

interest in combating

represented peace and stability through har-

Islamist terrorism, and

mony. Some Chinese participants continued

IS in particular.

“Europe should adopt
the role of an intermediary in relations
between China and
the United States.”

by stating that the West had enforced the im-

Despite the conver-

plementation of the current system through

gence of interests in

the subjugation of smaller states. In contrast,

certain areas, signifi-

China had always sought a balance between

cant differences were

its interests and those of its neighbors, as do-

expressed when it came to overcoming on-

ing so was fundamental to promoting pros-

going crises. Given the tensions in the South

perity and stability. Other Chinese partici-

and East China seas, the Chinese participants

pants described the West as trapped within

reiterated their desire that Europe increasing-

a zero-sum approach. They argued that this

ly adopt the role of an intermediary in rela-

automatically led the West to view China’s

tions between China and the United States.

rise as a threat to Western supremacy, and

Western participants, in contrast, called

reorganization of the international system as

on the leadership in Beijing to accept the

detrimental to Western interests. They closed

growing importance of the Responsibility to

by depicting these assumptions as blatant

Protect. The international community, they

misinterpretations of Chinese interests.

maintained, had a duty to intervene in states
in the Middle East that were faced with collapse. Some participants linked the diametrically opposed approaches to the Responsibil-

Dealing with Disorder

ity to Protect to the debate about the varying
concepts of world order. European integra-

The participants agreed that there were fun-

tion and the associated partial relinquish-

damental differences between the (security)

ment of national sovereignty demonstrated

policy challenges faced in and around Eu-

that Europe had abandoned the Westphali-

rope and those affecting the Asia-Pacific re-

an framework to a certain degree. Thus, Eu-

gion. Whereas the debate in the Asia-Pacific

rope had moved towards a post-Westphalian
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order, in which the principle of the Respon-

of future UN peace missions and the billions

sibility to Protect constituted a fundamen-

of dollars it had promised in aid to the poor-

tal component. In contrast, Chinese partici-

est countries d
 uring the 70th UN General As-

pants rejected the Responsibility to Protect

sembly were viewed as examples of China

in favor of the principles of state sovereign-

playing a constructive international role. Chi-

ty and non-
interference. In addition, they

na’s position during the negotiations on the

maintained that this showed that their ac-

nuclear agreement with Iran, as well as the

tions were more in accordance with the spirit

country’s stance on North Korea’s nuclear

of the Westphalian order than those of their

program, they argued, confirmed that Beijing

Western counterparts.

had taken on a central role as an internation-

Concerning a possible mission in Syria, the

al mediator.

Chinese participants pointed out that any
intervention undertaken by Chinese peace
keepers would have to be supported by a UN
mandate if it were to be in accordance with
international law. Nevertheless, other partici-

The Economic and Financial Order:
Coexistence or Competition?

pants highlighted the inconsistencies in this
regard when it came to the Chinese leader-

Global interdependency was viewed as par-

ship’s approach to the situation in the South

ticularly prominent within the financial and

China Sea. Beijing’s aggressive stance was

economic systems. As economic crises oc-

said to demonstrate the divergences that ex-

curred transnationally, the participants ar-

isted between Chinese rhetoric and the coun-

gued, intergovernmental cooperation was

try’s policy approach. Lastly, this situation

essential if crises were to be overcome; this,

was regarded as fostering Western fears that

they maintained, had been recently con-

China might seek to

firmed by the post-2008 financial crises. Nev-

“China has developed
into a responsible
stakeholder in many
fields.”

impose its regional su-

ertheless, one participant stressed that en-

premacy through mili-

hanced cooperation need not automatically

tary force.

result in deeper integration.

Some Western par-

Various participants stated that whereas

ticipants stressed that

the United States had previously been able to

Beijing had developed

assume the undisputed leadership position in

into a responsible stakeholder in many fields.

the financial sector, there was currently no

The Chinese leadership’s extensive support

such hegemon that could steer the financial

C onference Rep or t    3

160 th bergedorf round table

system and act as lender of last resort. More

continued functioning. Whether these dif-

over, neither the US nor China was in the po-

ferent institutions will actually develop in a

sition to take on this role by themselves. The

complementary manner or in competition to

participants continued by arguing that the

one another remains to be seen.

euro, US dollar and increasingly the renminbi
constituted

“There is no longer
a single hegemon in
the financial sector
that could act as the
lender of last resort.”

the

an-

chors of the 
stable
global monetary and

Cooperation Founded on Trust?

financial system. Accepting the renminbi

Which forms of international cooperation

into the International

will dominate the future world order? Who

Monetary Fund’s cur-

will set the rules in the future? And, how can

rency basket had high

trust between China and the West be (re)es-

symbolic value and represented a further step
towards Chinese integration into the global
economic and financial order.

tablished?
It remained unclear which form of international cooperation would dominate in the fu-

The participants believed that insufficient

ture. Some participants predicted a strength-

focus has been placed on China’s growing fis-

ened G 2 format under which China and the

cal and economic importance. In response

US would coordinate international issues of

to the rigid structures of the Bretton Woods

common interest. Although this would re-

financial institutions and the inability to


quire concessions from both sides, the bene-

adopt international financial reforms the

fits of closer cooperation were expected to

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)

outweigh the potential negative aspects. One

and the BRICS’ New Development Bank were

European discussant agreed that a G 2 scenar-

created in 2015. A number of participants

io would be more desirable than a confronta-

raised concerns that these young institutions

tion between the two great powers. However,

would not only be extremely costly for their

if Europe were to continue influencing the

members but that they could also lead to the

global agenda, it would have to become more

development of a competing world 
order.

actively

The Chinese participants countered this view

the international lev-

by portraying the new institutions as com-

el. Other participants

plementary to existing ones. Moreover, they

believed that a cooper-

reiterated that Beijing had no intention of

ative international sys-

creating a rival order and merely wished to

tem could no longer

strengthen specific areas of its institutions

be based on duality as

where existing organizations no longer met

it had been during the

the expectations of the current balance of

Cold War. Instead, they argued that a cooper-

power. One participant likened the need for

ative international order now required a mul-

reform of the global order to computer up-

ti-polar system. They pointed out that many

dates: computers required regular updates to

governments no longer merely chose be-

ensure that they were kept abreast of chang-

tween the US or China when searching for a

ing circumstances, and to guarantee their

strategic partner, but focused on the various
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“A G 2 scenario is more
desirable for Europe
than a confrontation
between the US and
China.”
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states with which they held common inter-

could allow China to take on a special role.

ests. Asian countries, such as Korea, Japan,

Hence, strengthening the G 20 might enable

and the Philippines, for example, all of which

the leadership in Beijing to develop a con-

are long-term partners of the US, were not

trasting voice to the G 7.

only interested in developing economic ties

Finally, mistrust between China and the

with China, rather they intended to do so

West posed a particular challenge to the in-

without limiting their right to security coop-

ternational order. This situation had arisen

eration with the US.

from the lack of clearly formulated interests

Whether new rules will develop in the

on both sides, which had made it difficult to

future and, if so, who will be able to define

predict the opposing side’s approach, and

them remained to be seen. China was viewed

had resulted in rivalry instead of dialogue.

as focused on attempts to reinforce the G 20

The participants closed by pointing out that

to increase its own political strength and

regular contact and cooperation were essen-

international influence. The G 20 secured

tial if trust between China and the West were

emerging powers greater scope, and this

to be strengthened in the long term.
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Speech by the German Federal Chancellor, Angela Merkel,
at the Bergedorf Round Table, 29 October 2015

Minister Guo,

importance of and worked towards ensuring

Mr. Paulsen,

the AIIB adheres to common international

Ladies and Gentlemen,

standards.

Participants, both the familiar faces and,
of course, the new ones,

Nevertheless, this raises a fundamental
question: should the international system,
which is based on multilateral institutions,

What is so fascinating about the Bergedorf

really be duplicated? Now that we have the

Round Table is that it encourages us to view

World Bank, the AIIB, and the IMF, will some-

the world through other people’s eyes. This

thing else develop in the future? Do region-

certainly applies to today’s discussions about

al aspects have a role to play? Even if they

the pressing problems of our time and while

do, we need to recognize that the AIIB has

sharing opinions about the most appropriate

adopted quite far-reaching ambitions. I might

responses. I am very pleased to have the op-

add that this is partly because existing insti-

portunity to do this here in Beijing – all the

tutions have become static and are currently

more so, because our discussions are focused

incapable of expanding. It would be difficult

on nothing less than the current world order,

to gain agreement to provide further funds

and they are taking place against the back-

to the World Bank, and garnering the sup-

ground of the rise of emerging powers such

port of the United States would be particular-

as China, our host country.

ly challenging. Besides, quota reform within

You cannot talk about China in a few words.

the IMF is taking such a long time: we agreed

I hope the following will suffice: although

on this issue in 2010, and it has yet to be im-

clear economic disparities continue to exist

plemented.

in China, the country has long since grown

Germany joined the AIIB because we be-

into the world’s second-largest economy. As a

lieve that existing institutions and organiza-

result, China expects the international order

tions need to give due regard to China. We

to reflect the shifting balance in the world’s

would not want to see parallel institutions

economy. This specifically includes making

emerging where, again, only some countries

changes to the global financial architecture,

are represented. Clearly though, the question

but it also goes further than this.

of how the multilateral order should be struc-

China has taken significant steps in this

tured is as interesting as it is fascinating. In

respect. I only need to mention the Asian In-

this regard, the Chinese participants need to

frastructure Investment Bank and the BRICS’

state whether they wish to see a fundamen-

New Development Bank. There was a clear

tal renewal of the current system, which I

debate in Germany about whether we should

imagine they perceive as a Western system,

join the AIIB: we decided to do so. Germany is

whether they intend to build a parallel struc-

now the bank’s largest non-Asian sharehold-

ture by themselves, or whether recent devel-

er. Among other issues, we have stressed the

opments will remain an exception. Whatever
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happens, increasing levels of global interde-

trading system could result in a number of

pendence mean that the system of multilater-

synergies. Furthermore, China has developed

al governance will have to be improved. The

a new approach: it is contributing 20 billion

current array of interdependencies means

yuan towards a fund aimed at enabling devel-

that regional institutions are only capable of

oping countries to implement climate change

adopting appropriate roles in particular cir-

mitigation and adaptation. In the past, the

cumstances, whereas many situations really

Group of 77 and China were mentioned in

do require global institutions.

the same breath. The G 77 consisted of a large

Of course, the world sees today’s stronger

group of states that viewed themselves as

China through different eyes; it partly looks

developing countries. China has now adopt-

to the country with extremely high expec-

ed a new role. During the run-up to the Gavi

tations, and partly with concern. “The Chi-

conference at the beginning of the year, I

nese Dream” is a vision for China. Neverthe-

asked China to contribute – even if only sym-

less, the frictions in Asia become apparent

bolically – towards the Vaccine Alliance. And

when listening to representatives from other

China did participate in the alliance. Clearly

Asian states. We believe a broad dialogue is,

then, we are observing a change, from China

therefore, essential. If we are to live together

as a recipient country, so to speak, to a donor

peacefully, we need trust and understanding;

country. Hence, China is gaining influence

and it is only through communication, only

and a stronger voice in many fields.

through talking to one another, that trust and
understanding can grow.

The same applies to foreign and security
policy. As a permanent member of the Securi-

In another context, China can be described

ty Council with veto rights, China has always

as having purposely established itself as an

played a central role in world affairs. Chi-

influential world player. This is particular-

na has evident foreign policy commitments,

ly the case when it comes to climate policy.

such as in North Korea when it comes to that

Economic development has led China to be-

country’s nuclear program. Several years ago,

come one of the major emitters of carbon

China helped initiate the six-party talks, and

dioxide. However, to my knowledge, China

without China, these discussions will not be

was also the first developing country to ac-

resumed. Therefore, China could play a key

cept that a peak emission level will have to be

role when it comes to asserting stronger in-

reached at some point in the future, and that,

fluence over North Korea; in turn, this could

consequently, it will have to reduce its car-

help mitigate tensions on the Korean Penin-

bon dioxide emissions. This is a bold move.

sula and reduce the likelihood of military in-

We realize that the two-degree target cannot

cidents.

be achieved unless countries such as China

China was also a highly active partner dur-

ensure that their current commitments lead

ing the negotiations over the nuclear agree-

to real reductions. Responsibility is indeed

ment with Iran. These discussions certainly

shared, but it is perceived differently.

produced a successful outcome, but the pro-

In 2017, China is due to introduce an emissions trading system. This is a significant step,

cess lasted for more than ten years. Despite
this, a solution was still found.

and its introduction will keep us occupied in

During today’s talks with Premier Li Ke-

Europe for some time. In fact, the emission

qiang, I spoke about China’s role in Afghan-
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istan. China shares a border, albeit a small

ion’s Standby Force. These commitments also

one, with Afghanistan. It also has very close

reflect the European view that it is impossible

relations with Pakistan. In turn, Pakistan has

to maintain a presence in every region that

relatively strong influence over, or at least

is currently afflicted by conflict. In fact, we

contacts to, the Taliban. We too would like

do not even always understand enough about

to help bring about a political solution to this

the culture of the countries concerned to do

matter. China’s good contacts to Pakistan and

so. Nonetheless, we can help people to re-

Afghanistan, therefore, could help contribute

solve regional conflicts by themselves, and I

towards reconciliation. This, for example, is

believe that, in cases such as these, Chinese

one of our expectations. Moreover, as Germa-

and European security initiatives can be com-

ny is currently home to relatively high num-

plementary.

bers of Afghan refugees, and Afghanistan

Of course – and this is something that we

shares a border with China, our interests are

have spoken about today – we are particular-

directly linked, irrespective of the consider-

ly worried by the ongoing war in Syria. Rus-

able geographical distance that separates our

sia’s intervention has further intensified the

two countries.

conflict, and this has led to more migration,

Africa, Europe’s neighbor, is also of great

in particular, in and around Aleppo. However,

interest to China. In fact, I think that one of

I noted from our conversations that most

the first international missions that China

people believe that a political and diplomat-

contributed towards was the UN’s mission to

ic process is the only way of securing a set-

combat piracy. I doubt very much that this

tlement. There is also remarkable agreement

was a coincidence. China views itself as a ma-

on the importance of ensuring that all rele-

jor trading nation, and it understands that

vant stakeholders are involved in the process;

secure trade routes are of the utmost impor-

this includes Russia, the United States, Tur-

tance. This view harks back to China’s seafar-

key, Saudi Arabia, Iran and other parties at

ing past and the importance the country con-

the local level. Some progress has been made

tinues to accord to strategic points. The Horn

towards developing the appropriate format.

of Africa is a strategic point for journeys un-

I do hope that this leads to a positive out-

dertaken by sea, and the current situation in

come.

the South China Sea is also linked to particular strategic points.

Clearly then, China regularly provides assistance when it comes to refugee crises.

China is on board when it comes to the

Moreover, China does so by relying on inter-

robust peacekeeping mission in Mali. Chi

national organizations. We also regularly put

na is also on board when it comes to efforts

our trust in these institutions, whether it is

to broker a peace agreement in Sudan and

the United Nations, the UN Refugee Agency,

South Sudan. Moreover, at the United Nations

or many others. We need to strengthen these

Sustainable Development Summit, China an-

organizations. And, we should treat the re-

nounced that it would be making 8,000 po-

ports that the World Food Programme, the

lice officers available for international peace-

UNHCR, and other relevant UN organizations

keeping efforts. This is undoubtedly a huge

are chronically underfunded, as terrible, if

contingent. Furthermore, China is to provide

not shameful, news.

€ 100 million of financing to the African Un-

Everyone agrees that international law

8   S peech by the German Feder al C hancellor Angel a M erkel

The Global Order in Transition

must be respected. Abiding by internation-

China is currently developing a highly

al law is essential if the international system

strategic policy that takes the long-term per-

built around the UN is to function properly.

spective into account. Long-term thinking is

At the same time, doing so constitutes a pri-

something that sometimes passes us by in Eu-

mary means of building trust. During Germa-

rope, although this is partly due to the short

ny’s painful historical experiences of Nazism

time span between elections. Nevertheless, I

and the First World War, we learned that it

view long-term strategic thinking as essen-

is essential that countries maintain their vol-

tial, even to the extent that it means taking

untary commitments to international insti-

a leaf out of the history books. To understand

tutions and abide by the rules; any deviation

politics, we sometimes need to avoid judging

from this principle is unacceptable. Similar-

the past by today’s standards. Moreover, we

ly, international standards need to be deter-

need to try to understand the wider picture

mined multilaterally, and should never be

and thus build bridges between different pe-

changed arbitrarily.

riods. The Silk Road initiative – consisting of

This has also led us to conduct intense

the Silk Road maritime and continental ini-

discussions with China about the issue of

tiatives – is a good example of this. At first

Ukraine. China is a staunch advocate of the

glance, the diverse work undertaken by the

principle of territorial integrity, and I great-

Chinese government seems fragmentary, but

ly appreciate its position. In fact, we hope

the issue of the Silk Road crops up again and

that this point will be stated more openly in

again in many areas.

the future, as it could indeed be clearer. Cur-

The Silk Road initiative is aimed at secur-

rent developments in Ukraine provide a rea-

ing Eastern European countries with better

son for some hope, even if there is still a long

ties to Asia, and Central Asian states with

way to go. Nonetheless, the annexation of

better connections to Europe. The European

Crimea was and remains a violation of terri-

Union has developed a response, but I have

torial integrity, and is, therefore, wholly un-

found it quite difficult to get used to its name.

acceptable.

How can a term such as “connectivity plat-

The territorial dispute in the South and

form” really compete with “Silk Road”? Our

East China Sea, which is being carefully mon-

term will definitely take some getting used

itored throughout the world, presents an ad-

to. That is why I intend to continue refer-

ditional challenge. Thus, and I have spoken

ring to the initiative as the Silk Road; there

about this quite often, it is particularly as-

is something historical about this phrase, and

tonishing that multinational courts are not

it has a beautiful ring to it. Still, both terms

viewed as offering a valid solution. Instead,

refer to the same thing: the infrastructure


people are saying, “we want to solve this bi-

that exists along the route of the Silk Road,

laterally,” and this argument is continually

and the debate that is associated with it. The

repeated despite China’s frequent calls for

European Union also intends to ensure that it

stronger acceptance of international institu-

too is involved.

tions. In this context, we hope that maritime

I would like to use this opportunity, how-

trading routes will remain open and safe;

ever, to make a point. China occasionally

this is imperative for the entire region and

forms groups within the European Union

beyond.

with which it then develops specific formats
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for cooperation. This sometimes occurs with

and customs. If Europeans truly want to un-

Central and Eastern European countries, oc-

derstand the world, we also need to ask our-

casionally with southern European states,

selves whether we always adopt the correct

and partly even with candidate countries that

approach. However, this should not be taken

have yet to gain EU member status. I would

as implying that I will now be looking for a

like to point out that it is just as possible to

way to spend time in Fiji.

engage with the entire European Union. Of

I have set out my views on the issue of Chi-

course, I understand that it may be interest-

na’s role and the world order. I believe that

ing for China to learn more about the subtle

there are many similarities between Chinese

differences between Europeans. And, we are

and European interests; there are, of course, a

also to blame when it comes to the fact that

number of differences. At the same time, the

Europe is still unable to speak with a single

Chinese government’s positions are clearly

voice.

linked to those adopted by the United States.

I believe that the examples that I have cit-

Europe, then, is not the center of the world –

ed demonstrate that China’s unyielding de-

we realize this – but we remain a strong part-

velopment, which was focused primarily on

ner in many circumstances.

internal structures, has led the country to

I would like to conclude by emphasizing

become increasingly involved in the global

that I strongly appreciate the fact that Chi-

order. C
 hina initially concentrated on erad-

na proved to be a reliable partner during the

icating poverty and building its economy

euro crisis. The crisis clearly demonstrated

and infrastructure; this process continued

the enormous advantages of long-term think-

for many years. During this time, China’s in-

ing. In today’s hectic times, long-term think-

volvement in the global order steadily inten-

ing, which is also deployed in economic in-

sified, and in my view, the country perceived

stitutions, has significant benefits because

its participation in world affairs in highly

it promises reliability and staying power. I

strategic terms. China’s engagement with the

spoke today with Premier Li Keqiang about

global order was also reliant on the exten-

Ireland’s high growth rate, that Portugal is

sive time budgets provided for foreign travel

back on track, and that Spain is on the right

to China’s political leaders. Close to the date

path. I believe that investments have proven

of the G 20 summit in Australia, the Chinese

worthwhile and that this is also understood

President visited some of the islands in the

to have been the case from the Chinese per-

Indian Ocean. Perhaps I could also describe

spective. If China had stopped purchasing

them as the islands between Australia and

euro area assets during the crisis, an entirely

China. Xi Jinping actually stayed for quite a

different picture of development would have

while. In contrast, if the German Chancellor

emerged throughout the world. In this re-

were to remain in Fiji for two days, people

spect, staying power and thinking strategical-

would probably become suspicious and ques-

ly were tremendously helpful. This is some-

tion whether she had nothing else to do at

thing that we too could indeed learn from.

home. I was very impressed by the fact that
the president of a country with 1.3 billion in-

I look forward to the discussion.

habitants specifically visited a smaller partner and took the time to study its culture
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